
As Imperceptibly as Grief
– by Emily Dickinson–

Teachers’ NotesEduqas Poetry Anthology

A

Students may identify a sense of loss or grief as the dominant emotion in the poem.  
The mood of the poem overall may be considered quite serene or resigned or sad and 
the selection of references in support of students’ views will vary.

B

The image of summer at the beginning and end focuses on the quiet passing of 
the seasons rather than a description of a time of year. Its imperceptibility is also 
important, that the summer passes gently without being noticed.  The link between 
summer and grief may suggest that grief is also a passing state which may become 
‘Beautiful’. The comparison between grief and summer is surprising – perhaps 
students will suggest that summer is usually associated with pleasant ideas while 
grief is not at all pleasant.

C

The use of the imagery of the passing day could be considered to reflect the 
experience of grief in different phases, with each references to different times of the 
day.  It may also suggest to students the inevitability of grief and its passing, just as 
day follows night.

D

The ‘quietness distilled’ reference obviously contributes to an atmosphere of calm 
although students may find ‘distilled’ an interesting qualifier which takes the quiet to 
a more pure, essential level.  The isolation of ‘sequestered afternoon’ may also suggest 
a voluntary, sought out withdrawal from the world.

There is, perhaps, a slight underlying sense of disquiet suggested by ‘Perfidy’, even in 
the negative.  The supposed betrayal of summer as it passes into winter is denied but 
still alluded to.  The intrusion of ‘foreign’ to describe the morning – usually an image of 
hope and renewal – is surprising.  There may be some suggestion that morning is not 
welcomed by the poet.
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Dickinson’s religious faith and reliance on a benevolent God comes from her Puritan 
roots in New England.  The idea of God’s Grace, his benevolence towards undeserving 
humanity, is important for students to appreciate here.  It is, however, tempered by 
the reference to ‘harrowing’ with its associations of the ‘harrowing of hell’ by Christ on 
humanity’s behalf.  The experience of grief is also ‘harrowing’, perhaps, at times.

E

The phonological features of the poem may elicit some discussion about Dickinson’s 
breaking of the readers’ expectations with both rhythm and rhyme.  (Her peculiar use 
of dashes may also be purposeful.) 

The first quatrain sets up a simple, regular rhythm which is broken in the fifth line.  
Students may see an unwillingness on the poet’s part to provide a secure, neat 
certainty in her handling of complex ideas.  Similarly, the weak half-rhymes help to 
highlight the poet’s elliptical approach to her subject matter.  The only full rhyme is 
on ‘shone’ and ‘gone’, drawing attention to the sadness of ‘gone’, perhaps, despite the 
poet’s religious faith.

F

It’s not obvious what is being personified in the first instance.  Students could be 
encouraged to make their own minds up and to justify their choices.  Grace and the 
morning may be offered, both with a sense of their fleeting nature, perhaps.  The 
personification of summer as a woman is more conventional but the effect is to create 
an impression of freedom and hope at the end of the poem.  The effortless, ‘light 
escape’ is emphasised and summer is given a mysteriously ethereal quality because 
no other agent (‘Wing’ and ‘Keel’) is needed to make her escape.  The use of ‘Beautiful’ 
as a noun suggests that grief has transformed in a surprisingly positive way.

These Teachers’ Notes, provided to support the teaching and learning of GCSE English 
Literature, contain some ideas which teachers could use to stimulate discussion and 
debate, in conjunction with other materials and sound classroom teaching.


